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Colleges and universities that have 
adopted a proactive commitment 
to student diversity have done so 
because they understand how their 
central mission is linked with the 
future of a diverse society. They 
are aware that, by the year 2000, 
most new jobs in the economy will 
require a postsecondary educa-
tion, and women and racial/ethnic 
minorities will compose a majority 
of the workforce. One result of 
this awareness is a transformation 
taking place at many institutions 
that links diversity in the student 
body with the development of new 
teaching and learning practices. 

Changes to higher education prac-
tices and curricula began nearly 
30 years ago, when institutions 
first opened their doors to groups 
that previously had been excluded 
from higher education. When 
the “experiment” began, many 
campuses were not prepared for 
the changes they would undergo 
as a result of including more adult 
students, women, and racial/ethnic 
minorities in their student bodies. 
These changes in student enroll-
ments were connected with major 
intellectual and social movements 
that raised important questions 
about the production and trans-
mission of knowledge, as well 
as access to education. Diverse 
student enrollments resulted in 
pressures that led to the develop-
ment of new academic support 
programs and student organiza-
tions, diversification of faculty and 
staff, the establishment of ethnic 
and women’s studies programs, 
and the revision of educational 
policies and curricula to reflect 
the diversity of human experience 
and perspectives. Because these 
issues often required fundamental 

changes in premises and prac-
tices at many levels, few of these 
changes occurred without insti-
tutional or individual resistance, 
and many institutions continue to 
confront conflicts over diversity 
issues today. 

Undoubtedly, increasingly diverse 
student enrollments have pre-
sented challenges on campus and 
in the classroom. However, many 
of these challenges are at the core 
of institutional improvements 
that enhance student learning and 
involve faculty development. 
For example, the emergence of 
research on diverse learning styles 
can be attributed in part to in-
creased diversity in the classroom. 
The research suggests that no 
single instructional method may 
be effective in the multicultural 
classroom1. Therefore, institutions 
interested in improving student 
learning outcomes are devoting 
greater attention to helping faculty 
and teaching assistants develop a 
repertoire of instructional meth-
ods that foster respect for cultural 
differences and address variant 
learning styles. 

Other examples of how student 
diversity is linked with the teach-
ing and learning mission of higher 
education abound. Goals for 
enhancing student learning and 
development remain uppermost 
in the minds of administrators 
and faculty as they seek ways 
to reaffirm their commitment to 
diversity and the improvement of 
undergraduate education. Some of 
the most exciting developments 
address difficult educational and 
social problems. These develop-
ments include the following: 

-- Through reforms in under-
graduate teaching of science and 
mathematics, institutions are 
developing ways to increase the 
scientific and quantitative literacy 
of undergraduates who begin col-
lege with broad differences in abil-
ity2. This represents a major shift 
in thinking about who can acquire 
skills for success in an increasing-
ly technological society. Instead 
of “weeding out” less-prepared 
students, these reforms begin with 
the clear goal of providing access 
to science, mathematics, engineer-
ing and technology to all students. 

--Recognizing that the key to par-
ity in educational attainment lies 
at various points in the educa-
tional pipeline, higher education 
institutions are collaborating with 
K-12 institutions and community-
based organizations to develop a 
comprehensive approach toward 
education in low income and ra-
cially diverse areas of the country. 
Initiatives involve links across 
sectors in efforts to strategically 
improve degree progress. 

--Scholars are engaged in con-
versation with institutions about 
developing models for new 
cognitive outcomes that reflect 
students’ abilities to comprehend 
multiple perspectives on an issue 
and ultimately arrive at decisions 
that are just and equitable3. Cam-
puses also are exploring ways to 
assist students in learning conflict 
management and human relations 
skills for better cross-cultural 
interaction. 

--While some conflict inevitably 
occurs in diverse communities, 
research shows that students tend 
to perceive relatively lower racial 

or ethnic tension on campuses that 
can be characterized as “student-
centered,” where faculty take an 
interest in the students’ personal 
and academic development. More 
importantly, research indicates that 
emphasizing diversity on college 
campuses tends to have consis-
tently positive effects on students 
undergraduate experiences and 
on their educational outcomes4. 
These findings indicate that valu-
ing students as learners creates a 
more harmonious campus com-
munity, and that an emphasis on 
diversity in the curriculum and in 
institutional priorities often leads 
to improvements in the learning 
environment for students. 

These examples illustrate how key 
transformations in the teaching 
and learning activity of institutions 
are linked with understanding and 
serving a diverse student body. 
Each requires major changes in 
our thinking about institutional 
practices that, while effective with 
a more homogeneous population, 
may no longer be useful today. 
However, at the same time that 
institutions and individuals are en-
gaged in conversations about the 
future and their role in educating a 
diverse citizenry, practices to pro-
mote diverse student enrollments 
are being called into question. This 
seemingly contradictory state is 
not inconsistent with our history 
on diversity issues Both resistance 
and change are inevitable parts of 
the major transformation that is 
underway in the mission of post-
secondary institutions-a mission 
that includes diversity as a key 
component. 


